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Feb. 12: Members of Congress and Justice Department officials said that the Drug Enforcement
Administration appeared to have overlooked strong evidence of drug trafficking by Panamanian
Gen. Manuel Antonio Noriega, while seeking Panama's assistance in investigating other narcotics
cases. DEA administrator John C. Lawn wrote to Noriega as recently as May 1987 to extend praise
for his "personal commitment" to a big drug investigation. A spokesman for Lawn said criticism
directed at the DEA was unfair, noting that it was evidence gathered by the agency that led to
Noriega's indictments. Congresspersons and the Justice Department said that the DEA had
evidence against Noriega for years yet maintained close ties to his government. The DEA has
acknowledged being aware of information linking Noriega to drug trafficking for a long time.
However, law enforcement officials sympathetic to the DEA said the agency maintained ties
with Noriega since Panama was providing valuable assistance in other cases. Former head of the
Federal Bureau of Narcotics and Dangerous Drugs, John E. Ingersoll, has said that the bureau
had "hard information in 1972" that Noriega was involved in the drug trade. The Bureau was the
predecessor to the DEA. According to a Senate Intelligence committee report in 1978, the Bureau
was so concerned about Noriega's drug activities that it proposed a plan to assassinate him. In April
1986, the DEA arranged for a special Panamanian police narcotics force, a unit under the control
of Noriega, to obtain 52 pounds of cocaine that had been seized in connection with an undercover
drug investigation. According to court testimony in 1986 by DEA agents involved in the case, the
cocaine, valued at about $500,000, was taken by the Panamanian police after the DEA arranged for
a plane ferrying about 752 pounds of cocaine to stop off in Panama on the way to the United States.
After the Panamanians received the 52 pounds of cocaine, the remaining 700 pounds was reloaded
onto a DEA plane and flown to the US where it was used as evidence in a trial that arose out of the
investigation. DEA spokespersons said on Feb. 16 that they could not immediately determine what
happened to the 52 pounds of cocaine left in Panama. The incident illustrates the close working ties
that exist between DEA agents and Panamanian authorities. DEA agents said the fact that most of
the cocaine involved went on to the US was a sign of Panamanian cooperation. They stated that
once the shipment landed in Panama, the cocaine was technically in possession of Panamanian
authorities, who could have legally kept it all. Rep. William J. Hughes (D-N.J.), chairman of a House
subcommittee that oversees the DEA, told the Washington Post that he is looking into whether the
agency took safeguards to ensure the cocaine was properly used by the Panamanians. He said he
also is examining whether it was appropriate for the DEA to be involved in a drug transfer with
Panama. Francis M. (Bud) Mullen Jr. said that when he was head of DEA in 1981-85, he wrote letters
to Noriega praising him for his cooperation and met with him twice. Mullen said Noriega was very
responsive to DEA's requests for assistance. One DEA official cited by the Washington Post said that
in the absence of hard evidence, sometimes "a pact with the devil is better than no pact at all." (Basic
data from New York Times, 02/13/88; Washington Post, 02/17/88)

©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute.
All rights reserved.

Page 1 of 2

LADB Article Id: 075343
ISSN: 1089-1560

-- End --

©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute.
All rights reserved.

Page 2 of 2

